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T h e T ur ni n g:  C o n v ersi o n, 
C h oi c e, or C h a n c e ?  
B y A m a n d a B artl e y  
 
S o m e o n e o n c e t ol d m e t h at 
y o u d o n ot fi n d p hil os o p h y, it fi n ds 
y o u. W h e n pr es e nt e d wit h a pi e c e 
of p hil os o p h y, a p ers o n g e n er all y 
h as o n e of t w o r e a cti o ns: i nt er est or 
disi nt er est. T h e p ers o n w h o 
e x pr ess es i nt er est i n t h e p hil os o p h y 
als o f alls i nt o o n e of t w o gr o u ps. 
O n e gr o u p h as a d et a c h e d, 
a c a d e mi c i nt er est i n w hi c h t h e y 
fi n d t h e ar g u m e nt i nt er esti n g or t h e 
w or ds b e a u tif ull y writt e n b ut 
ulti m at el y u ni m p ort a nt . T h e s e c o n d 
gr o u p r e a ds t h e pi e c e a n d h as a 
disti n ct r e a cti o n.  T w o d e v ot e d 
p h ysi cs st u d e nts r e a d H u m e’s 
att a c k o n c a us alit y. P h ysi cs st u d e nt 
A r e a ds it a n d n ot es h o w el o q u e ntl y 
it is writt e n a n d n ot es h o w w ell h e 
us es e x a m pl es i n his ar g u m e nts, 
t h e n p uts t h e b o o k d o w n a n d 
r et ur ns t o his l a b. P h ysi cs st u d e nt B 
r e a ds t h e ar g u m e nt, d o es n ot p ut 
t h e b o o k d o w n, d o es n ot r et ur n t o 
his l a b, a n d g o es o n t o p urs u e a 
c ar e er i n p hil os o p h y. B ot h st u d e nts 
r e a d t h e s a m e t e xt. W hy d o t h e y 
h a v e r a di c all y diff er e nt r e a cti o ns ? 
T o b ett er e x pl or e t his q u esti o n, I 
r ef er t o o n e of m y f a v orit e pi e c es 
of p hil os o p h y, Pl at o’s si mil e of t h e 
c a v e.  
I n t h e C a v e, Pl at o 
d es cri b es t h e t w o l e v els of  
r e alit y a n d t h e pr o c ess b y w hi c h 
o n e m o v es b et w e e n t h e t w o. H e 
as ks us t o i m a gi n e a gr e at c a v e 
wit h a sl o pi n g e ntr a n c e l e a di n g t o  
t h e o utsi d e w orl d. T h e o utsi d e 
w orl d r e pr es e nts t h e r e al m of  
 
 
e nli g ht e n m e nt a n d t h e f or ms. T h e 
c a v e a n d its c o nt e nts r e pr es e nt t h e 
c o nst a ntl y c h a n gi n g a n d s h a d o w y 
w orl d of t h e p h ysi c al r e al m. H e 
t h e n as ks us t o i m a gi n e t h at i nsi d e 
t h e c a v e t h er e ar e gr o u ps of p e o pl e 
w h o ar e b o u n d b y t h eir l e gs a n d 
n e c k a n d f or c e d t o f a c e a w all 
w h er e t h e y ar e u n a bl e t o l o o k 
ar o u n d t h e c a v e or at t h eir f ell o w 
pris o n ers. T h e n o n e of t h e pris o n er s 
is r el e as e d fr o m his b o n ds a n d is 
s u d d e nl y c o m p ell e d t o st a n d a n d 
t ur n ar o u n d t o l o o k i nsi d e t h e c a v e. 
T h e pris o n er t h e n st arts his j o ur n e y 
u p w ar d o ut of t h e c a v e of 
i g n or a n c e a n d bli n d b eli ef i nt o t h e 
w orl d of k n o wl e d g e a n d 
e nli g ht e n m e nt.  
T h e li b er at or of t h e 
pris o n er i n t h e c a v e is m yst eri o usl y 
a bs e nt. If e v er y o n e is b o u n d a n d 
u n a bl e t o m o v e, t h e n h o w c a n 
s o m e o n e b e t h er e t o r el e as e t h e first 
pris o n er ? A c o m m o n i nt er pr et ati o n 
is t h at o nl y di vi n e i nt er v e nti o n c a n 
r el e as e t h e pris o n er. Or it m a y b e, 
as  I. M. Cr o m bi e s u g g ests, t h at tr u e 
p hil os o p h ers aris e u n pr e di ct a bl y b y 
di vi n e c h a n c e. E v e n m or e 
m yst eri o us, h o w e v er, is t h e e v e nt 
t h at h a p p e ns aft er t h e pris o n er is 
r el e as e d. T h e pris o n er is c o m p ell e d  
t o st a n d a n d t ur n ar o u n d. Pl at o 
s e e ms t o s u g g est t h at t h es e ar e t w o 
s e p ar at e e v e nts, first t h e pris o n er is 
r el e as e d t h e n h e is c o m p ell e d t o 
t ur n ar o u n d. W hil e it m ust b e 
r e m e m b er e d t h at t h e C a v e is m e a nt 
t o b e a m et a p h or us e d t o ill ustr at e 
t h e i d e as s et f ort h i n T h e Di vi d e d 
Li n e a n d s h o ul d n ot b e i nt er pr et e d  
to o lit er all y, t his e v e nt is si mil ar t o 
a n ot h er e v e nt t h at is writt e n a b o ut 
m u c h m or e i n d e pt h. T h at is t h e 
e v e nt of c o n v ersi o n.  
 
If it is t h e di vi n e t h at b ot h 
r el e as es us a n d c o m p els us t o t ur n, 
t h e n w e c a n d es cri b e Pl at o’s 
t ur ni n g as s u c h. B ut o n e c a n n ot 
es c a p e t h e d et er mi nisti c 
i m pli c ati o ns t h at c o n v ersi o n h as. It 
is n ot u p t o us if w e as c e n d t h e 
sl o p e or n ot. Is t h e m a n w h o is n ot 
c h os e n d o o m e d t o li v e i n t h e 
s h a d o ws f or e v er ? A n ot h er w a y t o 
vi e w c o n v ersi o n is t o t a k e it o ut of 
a stri ctl y r eli gi o us c o nt e x t. 
I n J a m es’ s yst e m of 
p hil os o p h y, c o n v ersi o n is tr e at e d as 
m or e of a m e nt al t h a n a r eli gi o us 
pr o c ess. J a m es d es cri b es t h e mi n d 
as b ei n g c o m p os e d of a fi el d. I n t h e 
c e nt er of t h e fi el d li es o ur 
c o ns ci o us n ess a n d i m m e di at el y 
a c c essi bl e m e m ori es. As o n e 
tr a vels f urt h er a w a y fr o m t h e c e nt er 
of t h e fi el d t o t h e o uts kirts, o n e 
di v es f urt h er a n d f urt h er i n t o w h at 
c o ul d b e c all e d o ur s u b c o ns ci o us. 
F or J a m es, t h e m e nt al e v e nt of 
c o n v ersi o n c a n b e e x pl ai n e d as a 
s u d d e n c oll a ps e of o ur fi el d a n d t h e 
r e ori e nti n g of th e o bj e ct s i n t h e 
fi el d as it r e est a blis h es its elf. As 
t h e c e nt er c oll a ps es, t h e t hi n gs t h at 
w er e o n t h e o uts kirts t a k e t h e pl a c e 
of t h e c oll a ps e d c e nt er. It is 
a n al o g o us t o a b uil di n g t h at h as h a d 
t h e s u p p ort b e a ms t a k e n o ut. W h e n 
t h e b uil di n g c oll a ps es, t h e r o of is 
w h er e t h e s u p p orts us e d t o b e.  
T his vi e w d o es n ot s e e m t o 
h a v e t h e d et er mi nisti c i m pli c ati o ns 
t h at t h e p ur el y r eli gi o us vi e w d o es. 
T his vi e w h as t w o ass u m pti o ns. 
T h e first is t h at t h e o bj e cts h a v e t o 
b e i n t h e s u b c o ns ci o us t o b e gi n 
wit h. S e c o n dl y, t h er e m ust b e s o m e 
c at al yst f or t h e pr o c ess t o b e gi n. 
J a m es l e a v es t h e p ossi bilit y o p e n 
t h at t h e di vi n e is w h at s ets t h e 
T h e N e wsl et t e r of t h e P hil os o p hi c al D e b at e G r o u p 
process into motion. We appear to 
be right back to where we started 
from. It may indeed be that only the 
divine can release the prisoners. 
But there are two parts to the 
puzzle. The prisoner is released and 
then he is compelled to stand and 
turn. We are still left questioning 
the exact difference between 
physics student A and physics 
student B. 
Both students are dedicated 
to their work. Why does Hume’s 
philosophy affect one but not the 
other? At first glance the answer 
would appear to be that he was 
simply dissatisfied with his 
particular line of study. Perhaps the 
math became too hard or he simply 
got bored. In this case the switch to 
philosophy was completely 
arbitrary and could easily have 
been to chemistry or biology. But 
physics student B does not feel that 
his switch was arbitrary. On the 
contrary he feels that his switch 
was necessary. This is not the act of 
simply switching majors. The 
turning is a completely subjective 
event. To compare it to switching 
jelly or switching cars is to 
trivialize the force of emotion that 
accompanies this turning point. 
When the prisoner moves from the 
dark cave to the light outside, it is a 
painful and difficult process. What 
is this thing that compels him 
despite his discomfort? 
There are various 
differences between the two 
physics students (e.g. backgrounds, 
personalities, political persuasion, 
neurological constitutions), but the 
important difference is something 
that the student brings with him. If 
I were to say something to you and 
you were not in the position to 
receive it, you would not care. If I 
were to tell you that the fire 
extinguisher is located beside the 
door to your right, you would have 
a distinctly different reaction than 
if I told you this while the building 
was on fire. In both cases the same 
words were said, but the position in 
which the receiver was in is 
radically different.  It is the same 
with our two physics students. The 
subjective situation that they bring 
into the classroom is what 
determines how they will respond 
to the philosophy.  
For something to have an 
effect on you, you must be in the 
position to receive it. A person 
reading Kafka will not be able to 
identify with Joseph K. unless they 
feel that something is not quite 
right.  Camus’ words will be lost on 
the person who is not plagued with 
the question of the meaning of life 
or the possibility of existing in an 
absurd world. This emotional and 
personal questioning is called 
anguish. It is the person who is in 
anguish about the plight of the 
proletarian that will be moved to 
start a revolution. It is the person 
who is in anguish about the status 
and fate of their soul who will be 
moved to accept or decline religion. 
Every real scientist, philosopher, 
and theologian has at some point 
experienced this feeling. It is the 
catalyst that compels Plato’s 
prisoner to turn around, and our 
physics student to respond to 
Hume.  
But is it not determinism as 
to who has this feeling of anguish 
and who doesn’t? According to 
Sartre, this answer is an absolute 
no. Everyone has this anguish at 
some point in their life, and it is up 
to each person to either affirm it 
and be an authentic person or deny 
it and become someone who is 
living inauthentically. The pain of 
anguish is to Sartre a sure sign that 
at least they are striving to be an 
authentic self. If it is this anguish 
that compels a person to travel 
from the shadows to the light, then 
the accusations against the 
existentialists that they are trying to 
bring man down with their talk of 
suffering and pain are completely 
unfounded. Like the sting of 
peroxide that signifies the healing 
effects on a nasty cut, anguish 
should be accepted as not only an 
inescapable part of human life, but 
a positive one as well. While divine 
intervention can not be ruled out as 
the explanation for Plato’s turning, 
I believe it is more coherent to 
ascribe the turning to an outward 
manifestation of anguish felt either 
consciously or subconsciously by 
the person in question.  
  
 Please join the PDG for 
our discussion of Plato’s Turning 
and the deterministic implications 
it has as well as the role of 
anguish in the life of the prisoner.  
We will meet in the Gamble Hall 









                    
        
 
                                       
      
                          
   
         
                                     
                  
 
Nietzsche Reading Group Starts 
September 4th at 5:00pm in G 213  
 
All are welcome to join in our 
discussion of Nietzsche’s Thus 
Spoke Zarathustra every other 
Thursday at 5:00pm starting 
September 4th in Gamble Hall 
213.   For the first meeting, we 
will focus on the First Part of 
Zarathustra from the Prologue to 
Section 8.   
If you have any questions, 
criticisms, or comments, please 
contact either Amanda Bartley or 
Dr. Nordenhaug.  Anyone 
interested in writing a brief article 
for The Philosopher’s Stone, 
please contact either of us.         
 
Amanda Bartley, Editor of  
The Philosopher’s Stone 
stickfiguregirl42@hotmail.com 
 
Dr. Erik Nordenhaug,  
Faculty Advisor 
nordener@mail.armstrong.edu 
 
